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a U-boat campaign of this kind in 1915, but dropped it for
fear of American intervention. They had then only about 30
U-boats. Now they had 300. They knew that the campaign
would bring America into the war, but they reckoned that they
could starve out Britain before America could play any important
part in the fighting.

They nearly succeeded. April 1917, the month America
entered the war, was the time of their greatest success. In
February they sank over 400,000 tons of shipping, in March the
same, in April 800,000. In that month one out of every four
ships that left the British Isles never returned. If things had gone
on like that for a few months more we should have been starved
out, for quite apart from the importation of the raw materials of
industry more than half our food supply has to be imported. But
the situation was saved. The figures of loss fell as rapidly as they
had risen, though from September onwards till the summer of
1918 they still averaged about 300,000 a month.

The number of U-boats destroyed in the last two years of the
war was 130, which just about balanced the German construction
of new ones. This shows that it was not mainly by destroying
U-boats that we met the attack but by measures rendering the
U-boats themselves less successful. Chief among these was the
convoy system, whereby merchant ships travelled in groups,
guarded by destroyers and directed by wireless information from
the Admiralty. Another measure was the speeding-up of ship-
building. Early in 1918 the world output of new ships, month
by month, overtook and passed the monthly total of destruction.
Food production at home could also be speeded up by ploughing
for wheat thousands of acres that had once grown wheat but had
been'given over to pasture since the agricultural decline which
began in the 'seventies. Thousands of new allotments grew
potatoes. Food rationing was introduced. By these and other
methods the situation was saved; but Germany came nearer to
winning the war in the spring of 1917 than at any time since the
battle of the Marne.

America declares war. The entry of America into the war was
primarily due to the U-boat campaign, but there were many
Americans, notably the President, Woodrow Wilson, who took a
wider view and held that, when victory was won, America must